FROM VALMY TO THE DANUBE
Heilbronn. From there he contemplated a move on
Belsigheim, but almost simultaneously the Austrians,
realizing that they were confronted by a shadow and not
the body of the Republic, struck back.
Ney was tumbled out of his easy captures, and in
barely a month, after a series of outpost actions and
skirmishes, the French were occupying their old positions
on the left of the Rhine.
This part of the campaign, which had never approached
the true magnitude of military movements, closed down
without inspiration. So far Ney had taken part in a
succession of minor engagements which invariably ended
in failure, but no thought of having entered the wrong
profession seems to have struck him. Once again their
retreat was serving to show up the desolate condition
of the French, who, ragged and shoeless, were soon
scouring the country-side for provisions. A few threads
of discipline maintained the semblance of an army, while
d'Hilliers, who took the place of Lecourbe, was only
saved by an indefinite truce which lasted throughout the
winter.
Yet this was quite in accordance with one side of the
soldier's medal, according to Michel Ney. Crusts and
broken leather marked a damnable but essential stage in
the path to glory, like wounds and mutilation, or perhaps
dying. Was it for one who rode with the hussars to let
his fighting spirit be overcome because he was going
hungry? Such a weakness belonged to the chimney-
corner men whom he had scorned in the old days at
Saarlouis. True enough, he had shown sufficient regard
for peace and retirement, as interlude between the whiles
of fighting, to purchase La Petite Malgrange, a small
house in the green surroundings of Nancy; and with one
of his wounds threatening trouble he left the Rhine to
rest there at the end of January.
But great events were being prepared in the spring
of 1800. Napoleon, having made a diplomatic sounding
of the intentions of London and Vienna, and finding
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